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Hurricane Cesar, which ripped through Central America in late July, may have caused nearly US
$200 million in direct and indirect damages to the region's economies, particularly in Costa Rica
and Nicaragua, according to preliminary estimates. Apparently, extensive deforestation, combined
with the region's lack of preventive programs to prepare for natural disasters, greatly aggravated
the destruction. Hurricane Cesar the worst tropical storm to hit the isthmus since Hurricane Joan
in 1988 did the most damage in Costa Rica, since the hurricane had been downgraded to a severe
tropical storm by the time it reached the northern countries of Central America. In Costa Rica, the
storm destroyed some 3,000 houses, 122 bridges, and 30 schools, affecting about 440,000 people in
the country's southwestern zones. It also wiped out much of the basic grain and coffee crops in the
area.
The government conservatively estimates the direct damages at about US$25 million, although if
indirect damages and reconstruction costs are factored in, damages may run as high as US$100
million. The executive director of the Costa Rican Coffee Institute, for example, predicts that the
fallout from the storm will reduce this year's national coffee harvest by about 10%, or 230,000 60kg sacks. In addition to the direct destruction of coffee plantations, many farmers will be unable to
market their coffee because of the damage to bridges and highways, forcing the farmers to let the
coffee beans rot on the bushes.
Nicaragua was also heavily hit by the hurricane, causing some US$14 million in direct damages to
crops, houses, and infrastructure, although total costs will be much greater when indirect damages
and reconstruction are factored in. About 17,500 manzanas of basic grains were wiped out by the
storm, causing an inflationary spiral for many food goods, such as beans, which more than doubled
in price on the domestic market during the first half of August. Moreover, coffee growers warn that
more than half of the nation's coffee harvest may be lost because, as in Costa Rica, many farmers
will be unable to market their harvest. All told, some 100,000 people were directly affected by the
storm.
According to environmental specialists in Central America, extensive deforestation greatly
worsened the damage from the hurricane. Since trees play a central role in absorbing heavy rains,
uncontrolled deforestation worsens flooding, which, in turn, causes landslides as accumulated
rainwater pours down hillsides and rivers rapidly swell. Given the force of the floods and mudslides,
most infrastructure is unable to withstand the impact, leading to the destruction of bridges, roads,
and houses. This was clearly the case in Costa Rica, according to local environmentalists. "It's easy
to observe that the zones hardest hit by the storm are almost all deforested," Luis Marin, a local
director of the Preservationists' Association for Wildlife Flaura and Fauna, told the Tico Times. "It's
logical, because in 1950, our country was approximately 70% forest-covered, while nowadays it's
about 25%, and forests are continuously being destroyed."
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In addition, the chronic lack of preventive action by Central American governments to prepare for
natural disasters also contributed to the loss of human life about 100 people either killed or missing
and to infrastructure destruction during the hurricane. Central America is constantly bombarded
by tropical storms and other disasters, such as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, but despite
recurrent calamities, local governments habitually respond to emergencies only after the fact.
According to a recent study by the UN's Economic Commission on Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC), every year natural disasters cause an average of about 6,000 deaths and
more than US$1.5 billion in damages throughout Latin America. That, in turn, severely impedes
development programs especially in the smaller countries of Central America because scarce
resources are constantly diverted to reconstruction efforts. As a result, ECLAC and other
organizations are urging local governments to draw up preventive programs to better prepare
for emergencies and lower their costs. [Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish
news service EFE, 07/27/96, 07/29/96, 07/31/96, 08/01/96; Tico Times (Costa Rica), 08/02/96, 08/09/96;
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 08/15/96; Agence France-Presse, 07/07/96, 07/28/96,
08/01/96, 08/02/96, 08/04/96, 08/11/96, 08/12/96, 08/18/96, 08/20/96, 08/21/96]
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